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I am pleased to present the annual report of IDRS for 2022-2023.

In September this year, the Government released the Final Report of the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, 
Neglect and Exploita  on of People with Disability. The Commission’s report highlights the mul  ple injus  ces 
experienced by people with cogni  ve disabili  es par  cularly in their encounters with legal systems. For those of us 
associated with IDRS these fi ndings were not new.  Our staff  see these injus  ces played out in the lives of persons with 
cogni  ve disabili  es on a daily basis. Going forward, I believe IDRS has an important leadership role to play to ensure 
that the recommenda  ons of the Royal Commission are enacted upon and refl ected in the services we provide to 
people with cogni  ve disabili  es in NSW.

As a non-government not-for-profi t agency, we can only ensure the rights of persons with cogni  ve disabili  es are 
recognised and that they have equal access before the law, if we have the funds to deliver quality services, to be 
innova  ve and grow our outreach. In 2021-2022, we needed to reapply for the funding for a number of our programs, 
including the Jus  ce Advocacy Service. Thankfully we were successful in securing funds, and over the past 12 months, 
we have enjoyed the certainty and stability that comes with knowing we have  the fi nances  to deliver our services to 
people with cogni  ve disabili  es in NSW. 

The success of IDRS is only possible because of the leadership of our Execu  ve Offi  cer Janene Cootes AM, and the 
passion and commitment of the IDRS staff .  Janene’s deep commitment to the rights of people with cogni  ve disability 
is instrumental in shaping the organisa  onal culture of IDRS.

This year we were fortunate to have Judy Harper, who a  er years away, re-joined IDRS as the manager of the Jus  ce 
Advocacy Service. .We are also fortunate to have a highly experienced and dedicated legal team led by Margot Morris, 
principal solicitor, providing legal advice and advocacy to persons with cogni  ve disabili  es, as well as educa  on to 
lawyers, carers and family members and persons with cogni  ve disabili  es.  We con  nue to be apprecia  ve of the 
important contribu  on of Dean McLaren, our Aboriginal Engagement Offi  cer.  With the overrepresenta  on of First Na  ons 
people in the criminal jus  ce, juvenile jus  ce and child protec  on systems, it is impera  ve that IDRS is culturally humble 
and inclusive, and a safe place for First Na  ons persons with cogni  ve disabili  es to reach out for advice and advocacy. 

On behalf of the board, I would like to thank our volunteers. The Jus  ce Advocacy Service relies on the generosity and 
dedica  on of volunteer support persons and solicitors. Without their contribu  on, our ability to provide seven day a 
week, state-wide advocacy and support to persons with cogni  ve disabili  es would just not be possible. I also would 
like to thank the many persons with cogni  ve disabili  es who contribute to the work of IDRS as lived experienced 
advisors, peer support leaders and co-educators. 

Last but not least, I would like to extend my thanks to the IDRS Board members. At our last AGM we welcomed on 
to the Board Alison Wannan, Linda Steele and Kathy Tidd. We also  farewelled Susan Bailey, David Jarjoura and Pip 
Friedreich. Pip Friedreich stepped down from the Board a  er nine years as treasurer and chair of the fi nances and 
risk commi  ee. Over her  me on the Board, Pip was generous in sharing her exper  se and contribu  ng to the sound 
governance of IDRS. At the AGM Craig Mulvey, stepped down a  er two years as the chair of the board. I thank Craig for 
his support over the past 12 months, as I ‘fi nd my feet’ as the new chair.

On behalf of the board, I commend you to read this annual report. 

MARGARET SPENCER MARGARET SPENCER 
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IDRS delivers services through two separate service streams 

The Ability Rights Centre (ARC) is the 
community legal centre of IDRS and delivers 

legal advocacy; advocacy for systemic 
change; rights educa  on; support for parents 

with cogni  ve impairment; assistance with 
appeals against decisions of the Na  onal 
Disability Insurance Agency and support 
to make submissions or interact with the 

Disability Royal Commission. The Centre also 
provides legal advice for people with cogni  ve 
impairment when they are in police custody. 

ARC is available to people across NSW.

Jus  ce Advocacy Service (JAS) are available 
to people with cogni  ve impairment from 

15 offi  ces across NSW. JAS provides a 
support person for people with cogni  ve 

impairment at courts, police sta  ons and legal 
appointments when they are in contact with 

the criminal jus  ce system as a vic  m, witness 
or accused of a crime. JAS assists people with 
advocacy and problem solving around issues 

central to their police and court ma  ers. 
JAS designs and delivers training for police, 

court staff  and legal representa  ves.  

A Service of IDRS

OUR VISIONOUR VISION
Equal rights and 

 jus  ce for people 
 with disabili  es.

OUR PURPOSEOUR PURPOSE
We are a disability advocacy  service 

and a community  legal centre. 
We work  alongside people with  disability 

to promote and  protect their rights.

OUR STRUCTUREOUR STRUCTURE

OUR VALUESOUR VALUES
JUSTICE: what we seek
RESPECT: what we give

PERSISTENCE: how we do it
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Members of the IDRS Board 

IDRS is an Incorporated Associa  on governed by a Board of voluntary Directors who give generously of their  me 
and exper  se. Directors come from a range of backgrounds contribu  ng their exper  se in business, government, law, 
fi nance, academia and personal experience of disability to their roles as Board Directors.

This year saw a signifi cant turnover in the IDRS Board of Directors.  During 2022-23 we farewelled Directors Susan 
Bailey, Kirra Cochrane, Phillipa Friedrich and David Jarjoura. We thank each for their unique contribu  on to IDRS.

In December 2022, IDRS welcomed four new Directors –Dale Robinson, Linda Steele, Kathryn Tidd and Alison Wannan.  

Directors of the Board 
of IDRS during 

2022-23

Susan 
Bailey April 

Blair

Anne
Bolt

Phillipa 
Friedrich 

Craig 
Mulvey

Dale 
Robinson 

Mike 
Sprange 

Margaret 
Spencer

Linda 
Steele 

Kathryn 
Tidd

Alison 
Wannan

Margaret brings a wealth of exper  se and experience to the role of Chair. She holds a Cer  fi cate in Nursing, Bachelor 
of Theology, Bachelor of Social Work and PhD (Disability Studies). Margaret has over 30 years’ experience in nursing, 
community health and welfare; family support, restora  ve jus  ce and disability advocacy.  She has previously worked 
with IDRS in the Parents’ Program from 2009-14. Margaret is currently a Senior Lecturer in Social Work at the University 
of Sydney and a General Member of the NSW Civil and Administra  ve Tribunal. 

Margaret Spencer - New Chair IDRS Board  
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Advice for government   
This year we gave our views in a joint submission on the new Commonwealth Disability Services Act and in a joint 
submission to the KPMG Alcohol and Other Drug Strategy.

We shared our concern with each other about police use of tasers on people with cogni  ve and other hidden disabili  es. 
We talked about how scared this made us feel. We decided to develop an advocacy strategy on this issue to let the police 
and others know what we think.

 Advised Ability Rights Centre staff  
about how we see the role of 
advocates and how advocates can 
best assist a person with disability.

 Presented at the annual conference 
for JAS staff  held in Sydney. We 
introduced ourselves and our 
work to JAS staff  and volunteers 
from across NSW. This awareness 
raising exercise has led to more 
staff  consul  ng and drawing on the 
exper  se of the group in their work.  

  Spoke up on what it is like 
communica  ng and working with a 
lawyer if you have a legal problem.  
We spoke about the posi  ve ways a 
lawyer can work with someone with 
a cogni  ve disability and the things 
lawyers should avoid doing. This 
informa  on was used to develop a 
training package for Legal Aid lawyers. 
The lawyers thought it was good. 

Drew on our own experiences 
to develop a Support Worker 
Checklist. This checklist is a tool 
for disability support workers and 
their employers. It is designed to 
encourage and promote professional 
and respec  ul support for people 
with disability using services.

 Provided advice and feedback on 
videos and other resources for the 
Rights and Rela  onships course and 
other IDRS training. Our ideas help 
to improve the eff ec  veness and 
accessibility of IDRS training.

 We worked together to make a short 
video for IDRS social media pla  orms 
for the Interna  onal Day of People 
with Disability. The video reminds 
viewers and the community of the 
rights of people with disability.

Shared our feedback and ideas with 
Dean McLaren, Aboriginal Engagement 
Worker, about how to make the new 
IDRS Reconcilia  on Ac  on plan simpler 
and more accessible to people with 
cogni  ve disability. 
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IDRS Members

IDRS Board

IDRS
Execu  ve Offi  cer: Janene Cootes

Finance Manager
Financial Accountant 

Aboriginal Engagement Worker
Offi  ce Assistant 

Educators 1.6 FTE

INTAKE/
INFORMATION 

Intake/Informa  on
 Offi  cers (1.2)

FAMILY LAW/
FAMILY VIOLENCE

Solicitor (.6)
Advocate (.6)

PARENT’S PROGRAM
Solicitor (,4)

Parent Advocate (.6)

NDIS APPEALS 
Team Leader 

Appeals Advocate (1)

LEGAL PRACTICE
Principal Solicitor: 

Margot Morris
Solicitors (3.5)

Ability Rights 
Centre 

(ARC)

Jus  ce Advocacy Service (JAS)
JAS Program Director: Judy Harper 

Regional Managers: 2 FTE
Educator: 1 FTE

Volunteer Program Co-ordinator: 1 FTE
Volunteer and Admin Support: 1 FTE (reports to Vol Program Co-ordinator)

Co-ordinator Intake and Informa  on: 1 FTE (Intake Offi  cers report)

Intake Offi  cers     
(3FTE)

Area Manager 
Diversion

Diversion 
Coordinators: 

Sydney              
(4.6FTE)

Gosford            
(0.8 FTE)

Lismore            
(0.6FTE)

Area Manager 
Sydney

Jus  ce 
Advocates: 

Sydney              
(3 FTE)

Blacktown         
(1.2FTE)

Campbelltown  
(1.4FTE)

Area Manager 
Regional 
Team 1       

Jus  ce 
Advocates: 

Goulburn              
(1FTE)

Wollongong      
(0.8FTE)

Dubbo               
(0.6FTE)

Orange/
Bathurst 
(1.4FTE)

Wagga Wagga     
(1FTE)

Batemans Bay  
(0.4FTE)

Broken Hill  
(0.4FTE)

Area Manager
Regional 
Team 2

Jus  ce 
Advocates:

Tamworth/
Armidale 
(1.6FTE)

Moree           
(0.6FTE)

Coff s Harbour  
(0.6FTE)

Port Macquarie 
(0.6FTE)

Area Manager 
Regional 
Team 3

Jus  ce 
Advocates:

Newcastle
(3 FTE)

Lismore            
(1.4FTE)

Gosford           
(0.8FTE)
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Dean McLaren addresses the 
Na  onal Community Legal Centres 
Conference in Hobart, March 
2023, outlining six principles of 
employment to address racism 
and unconscious bias and to value 
Aboriginal voices in our workplaces.

MY NAME IS DEAN MCLARENMY NAME IS DEAN MCLAREN

I am a proud Gamilaraay man. My family are from Burra 
Bee Dee near Coonabarabran.

I am the Aboriginal Engagement Worker with IDRS. My 
posi  on works across all IDRS services to make links with 
First Na  ons people and organisa  ons. I work to ensure 
that our services are culturally safe and appropriate for 
First Na  on’s people. Here is my report for 2022-23. 
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RECONCILIATION ACTION PLAN (RAP)RECONCILIATION ACTION PLAN (RAP)

IDRS are on track with our INNOVATE RAP.  We have achieved many of our goals, obliga  ons and commitments. We 
have an ac  ve RAP working group represen  ng each division of IDRS. WE collaborate with other services in our RAP 
journey hos  ng NAIDOC and Reconcilia  on Week events.  Our RAP can be viewed on our website h  ps://idrs.org.au/
about-us/reconcilia  on-ac  on-plan/

DECOLONISATION CULTURAL TRAINING DECOLONISATION CULTURAL TRAINING 

IDRS take cultural educa  on very seriously to ensure that our staff  work respec  ully and culturally eff ec  vely with First 
Na  ons people. We have worked with “WAMINDA” South Coast Women’s Health & Wellbeing Aboriginal Corpora  on to 
have our staff  par  cipate in their powerful Decolonisa  on workshops. 

REGIONAL TRIPS LISMORE AND ORANGEREGIONAL TRIPS LISMORE AND ORANGE

Our volunteer program coordinator Lara and I visited Orange this year. We met with our amazing local 
area volunteers and ran a volunteer informa  on session and connected with local Aboriginal people 
in the community. I a  ended an Aboriginal gathering at the Local Aboriginal Lands Council for a yarn 
and a cuppa tea. We aim to raise awareness of the support services IDRS can off er community and the 
importance of having local Aboriginal staff  and volunteers to provide culturally appropriate support. Mob 
suppor  ng Mob. 

In Lismore, I worked alongside local staff  to present training to local police, support services, and 
community members. We made connec  ons with local Aboriginal organisa  ons. We spoke about 
our culturally specifi c training for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people in suppor  ng people with 
cogni  ve disability in police custody.  
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RIGHTS EDUCATION – PEOPLE WITH DISABILITYRIGHTS EDUCATION – PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY
IDRS educa  on and capacity building aims to teach people with disability about their legal and human rights and 
responsibili  es and, importantly, know what to do if their rights are breached.  All IDRS educa  on is co-facilitated by 
skilled educators who themselves live with cogni  ve disability. 

In 2022-23, 499 people with disability joined in rights educa  on. The vast majority were young people in their fi nal year 
of school or par  cipa  ng in School Leaver Employment Support (SLEs) programs. These young people each competed 4 
workshops in the Your Life Your Rights training or Rights in Rela  onships training. 

    9 
Over 105 high school teachers and support staff  worked with our educators to support this learning for their students. 

One highlight for the educa  on team this year was the opportunity to deliver the Rights and Rela  onships program to 
three schools in Northern NSW. 

232232
Your Life 

Your Rights 
Training 

224224
Rights and 

Rela  onships

4343
On-line Rights 

workshops

499499
Total number of 
rights educa  on 

par  cipants }

“Thank you again for allowing us the opportunity to take part in your 
wonderful project. Thank you for travelling to our li  le town, and for 
your gentle and compassionate approach to our students. It really was 
a fabulous two days that my students just can’t stop talking about.”

“Thank you for coming out and presen  ng the legal workshops. 
The language was just right. The par  cipants have been engaged 
in all the sessions, asking ques  ons and responding to scenarios. 
The informa  on informs and empowers our par  cipants.”

High
School

Teacher
re Rights &

Rela  onships
Training

SLES
Co-ordinator 

re Your Life
Your Rights

Training 
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CREATING EDUCATION RESOURCES CREATING EDUCATION RESOURCES 

With help from the Making Rights Real Group, our educa  on team develop accessible educa  on 
resources to support training. At present the educa  on team is working closely with a videographer to 
produce a video on employment rights and responsibili  es to be used in future workshops. 

BUILDING CAPACITY OF SOLICITORS  BUILDING CAPACITY OF SOLICITORS  

IDRS also provides training for solicitors and other jus  ce personnel to build their capacity to work more eff ec  vely with 
clients living with cogni  ve disability. This training is unfunded and is usually available on a fee for service basis. 

This year educators have worked closely with Ability Rights Centre solicitors to develop and deliver training for Legal Aid 
lawyers and to deliver training on Financial, Health and Lifestyle decisions for parents of young people with disability.

In 2022-23 this training reached 178 disability and legal professionals.
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The Legal Service is part of the Ability Rights Centre (ARC) which is the community legal centre of Intellectual Disability 
Rights Service. ARC provides free community legal assistance for people with disability living in NSW. We priori  se those 
people with intellectual and other cogni  ve disabili  es who are par  cularly vulnerable to abuse of their rights and 
par  cularly disadvantaged in having their needs met eff ec  vely by mainstream legal services. 

We off er legal assistance by telephone, online mee  ngs or in person in our Sydney CBD offi  ce. During 2022-23, our 
solicitors have provided legal assistance to over 1,000 people with disability from all parts of NSW. 

    77    Ability Rights 
Centre client by 
geographic area

37.5% Greater 
Sydney 

7.0%

13.5%

16.5%

Mid-North Coast/
Coff s Harbour/

Richmond 

Illawarra/Southern 
Highlands/

Shoalhaven/
Goulburn/Riverina 

Central and
 Far West 

25.5%

Central Coast/Lake Macquarie/Hunter Valley 

OUR CLIENTS OUR CLIENTS 
In all cases, our client is the person living with disability, and we communicate directly with that person unless 
circumstances are excep  onal. In many cases, the client may also request or require a support person be present 
during their appointment.

Ability Rights Centre Legal services include 24/7 legal advice for people with cogni  ve impairment who are in police 
custody anywhere in NSW. 
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PROBLEM TYPES – CIVIL LAW  PROBLEM TYPES – CIVIL LAW  
Requests for legal assistance in civil law ma  ers related to problems with government services and processes, notably 
with police and schools, consumer problems, issues related to guardianship and fi nancial management;  domes  c and 
personal violence and neighbourhood and housing issues. 

FAMILY LAW / FAMILY VIOLENCE   FAMILY LAW / FAMILY VIOLENCE   
We were successful in applying for funding to set up a small Family Law/Family violence service for people with 
cogni  ve disability. The new service provides statewide legal advice on Family Law/Family violence and advocacy 
support in the Liverpool, Campbelltown, Camden and Wollondilly Local Government areas.  The service commenced 
in January 2023 and our solicitors have provided legal representa  on in a select number of ma  ers.  There has been 
strong demand for these legal appointments. We have provided addi  onal legal advice appointments specifi cally for 
people with cogni  ve impairment seeking help when they are experiencing or at risk of family violence.  There has been 
strong demand for these appointments.  We have undertaken minor legal tasks for some clients of this project and 
provided representa  on in a select number of ma  ers.  

          88  Requests for 
legal Assistance 

- Civil law 

21%

21%

12%

12%

8%

13%

13%

Complaints – 
government/services

Guardianship/
Financial Management 

Housing/ 
Neighbourhood

Domes  c/
Personal Violence

Discrimina  on 

Other

Consumer 

Margot Morris - ARC Principal Solicitor 
presen  ng at the JAS Conference
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SOME EXAMPLES OF ARC LEGAL WORKSOME EXAMPLES OF ARC LEGAL WORK

Family Violence
ARC legal was contacted by a support service concerned about the mother of a school aged child. 
The woman reported coercive control as well as physical, sexual and fi nancial abuse. English was 
her second language and she found it diffi  cult to communicate over the phone.  Her partner 
had taken her documents and threatened her and the child.  She did not really understand what 
domes  c violence was or that the abuse that she was experiencing was a crime. 

Our solicitor gained a much clearer understanding of the situa  on and was able to get instruc  ons 
and provide advice when she met the young mother in person in a safe place. We were then 
able to provide her with legal advice and advocacy to assist her to understand the nature of her 
partner’s behaviour as criminal off ences.  We were able to advise her about her rights in being 
able to leave the rela  onship and her rights in being able to keep her son with her.

She decided to make a report to the police. ARC solicitor arranged a support person through 
Jus  ce Advocacy Service to be there as well.  The solicitor advocated with the police that an 
Apprehended Domes  c Violence order should be in place.  Further advocacy was needed with the 
police to ensure that they would take reported breaches seriously. ARC has taken a considerable 
amount of  me to prepare a statement with the client outlining a long history of violence and 
ongoing harassment.  

ARC legal is con  nuing to provide further legal services including casework to fi le an applica  on 
to receive vic  ms’ support as well as ongoing support to receive further family law assistance 
rela  ng to the child. 

Disability Royal Commission Representa  on
ARC legal provided legal representa  on to a woman with disability appearing before the Disability 
Royal Commission in a hearing rela  ng to service providers.  Her story was used as an important case 
study exploring some of the issues facing people with disability living in disability accommoda  on.

Our solicitor supported the woman to prepare her statement for the hearing and provided her 
with legal advice about her rights during the hearing. Our work involved many visits with the 
client in person to help her prepare her evidence for The Commission and a  endance at the 
hearing itself. The hearing explored many issues including the rights of women with disability to 
have a say in who they live with, to be supported in choosing to have rela  onships and to receive 
proper educa  on about their rights. The hearing also explored the use of restric  ve prac  ces and 
the challenges of complaints processes when a person feels their rights have not been protected. 
Her evidence demonstrated the need to improve both the policies of support services and 
training of staff  in the organisa  on to implement the policies. 

ARC legal further assisted by providing a response submission on behalf of the client to the 
proposed recommenda  ons of the Disability Royal Commission and addi  onally supported the 
client in a follow up mee  ng with the service provider where the provider was able to directly 
apologise to the client about their experiences during their  me in disability accommoda  on.
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TO VOLUNTEERS TO VOLUNTEERS 

AND PRO BONO AND PRO BONO 

PRACTITIONERSPRACTITIONERS

We thank all our volunteer lawyers and legal students who 
have given their own  me to help us provide legal services. 

Special thanks to the volunteer solicitors, along with our 
staff  solicitors, make it possible for our service to provide 
vital legal advice 24 hours 7 days week to people with 
cogni  ve disability who have been arrested. This is o  en 
an extremely stressful  me for a person with challenges 
understanding and communica  ng. 

In addi  on, we thank those private legal prac   oners 
who have generously provided services to the Ability 
Rights Centre and its clients during the year.  In par  cular, 
we thank Miles Foran, barrister-at-law, for his  me and 
invaluable assistance.

Thank you

LAW AND POLICY REFORM   LAW AND POLICY REFORM   
The Ability Rights Centre legal service wrote submissions including:

•    Submission to the NSW Department of Communi  es and Jus  ce 
about a na  onally consistent scheme for access to digital records 
upon death or loss of decision-making capacity

•   Submission and supplementary submission to the Royal 
Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect, and Exploita  on of 
People with Disability about issues for residents of group homes.

PUBLICATION   PUBLICATION   
Margot Morris (Ability Rights Centre principal solicitor) and Kelly 
Watson (Ac  ng Director of the Jus  ce Advocacy Service) wrote 
an ar  cle en  tled ‘I don’t understand’:  Suppor  ng people with 
intellectual disability in the criminal jus  ce system published in the 
legal journal ‘Precedent’ (Issue 171 – July/August 2022 at pp36-41) 
by the Australian Lawyers Alliance.

PROJECT   PROJECT   
The Ability Rights Centre was a community partner of the 
University of Western Sydney School of Law in its ‘Designing Law 
Apps for Access to Jus  ce’ program.  Law students with a strong 
interest in web design, coding and communica  ons designed 
and delivered a web-based applica  on to guide the Centre’s 
volunteer a  er-hours lawyers in their conversa  ons with clients, 
police offi  cers and support service workers when providing legal 
assistance to people with cogni  ve impairment who are under 
arrest at NSW police sta  ons.  It was a pleasure working with 
the students and we thank them for their eff orts.
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AAT sta  s  cs show in the last 2 years less than 60% of NDIA decisions appealed in the AAT have a changed 
outcome. That means less than 6 out of 10 applicants achieve a be  er outcome. At IDRS all of the people we 
have directly assisted had a be  er outcome than the one they originally had.  

NDIS APPEALS AND DISABILITY ROYAL COMMISSION NDIS APPEALS AND DISABILITY ROYAL COMMISSION 
SUPPORT TEAMSUPPORT TEAM

NDIS APPEALSNDIS APPEALS

OVERVIEW: OVERVIEW: 
The primary work of NDIS Appeals advocacy is to assist people with disability to get be  er outcomes from the Na  onal 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS). We have achieved this by suppor  ng and assis  ng people to eff ec  vely challenge 
decisions made by the Na  onal Disability Insurance Agency that manages the NDIS. 

People can challenge these decisions fi rst directly through the NDIS (internal review). If they are not happy, they can 
apply to have the Administra  ve Appeals Tribunal (AAT) review that decision (external review). 

In the 2022-23 we saw a steady increase in the number of people contac  ng our service. To meet demand, we focused 
our a  en  on on providing thorough, regular advice and informa  on to people who were able use this support to 
manage their own review.  We were addi  onally able to directly assist 33 people who were not able to advocate for 
themselves including one person who took their ma  er to a hearing in the Administra  ve Appeals Tribunal.  

NDIS Appeals advocacy is in its sixth year of opera  ng at IDRS.  This year we took part in regular training provided by 
Legal Aid NSW so we could keep up to date with law changes, case law and any trends discovered. 

PEOPLE ASSISTED IN THE 2022 FINANCIAL YEAR  PEOPLE ASSISTED IN THE 2022 FINANCIAL YEAR  

1       1
Person

AAT hearing 

3333
External review 

assistance 
at the AAT 

1515
Internal 
review 

assistance

7575
Self Advocacy 

support 

123123
Total people
assisted by

IDRS }



IDRS ANNUAL REPORT IDRS ANNUAL REPORT 2022-2023 17

SAFE COMMUNITY ACCESS  SAFE COMMUNITY ACCESS  

CASE STUDY
Debbie is in her 40’s. She has intellectual disability and other complex disabili  es. She is non-verbal. 
Her brother, as her guardian, made an applica  on to the AAT to review a decision by the NDIA made in 
November 2020. A  er 2½ years this decision was fi nalised by consent.

Debbie’s primary reason for seeking review of her plan was so that her plan would refl ect the changes 
in her func  onal capacity. Debbie had become unwell. Her capacity had declined suddenly. Being non-
verbal, it was diffi  cult for her to communicate what she wanted or needed. She would o  en express herself 
physically by kicking or by very loud shou  ng.  Previously Debbie had loved to get out in the community, 
but her plan no longer provided enough support for her to safely access the community.

Her brother was increasingly concerned that support workers were frequently expected to look a  er 
Debbie on their own because there was not funding for staff  to support Debbie 2:1 at all  mes. Further, 
staff  needed training to work with Debbie to meet her changing needs and this could only be achieved with 
an increased budget. These factors led to high staff  turnover which in turn was unse  ling for Debbie who 
reacted with increased frequency of disrup  ve behaviour. 

Debbie did not need to wait for 2 ½ years to get the supports she urgently needed. The advocate worked 
closely with the NDIA case manager and the legal representa  ve and Debbie’s support team to make sure 
there were adequate supports to access the community and support her in her home while her ma  er 
proceeded at the AAT. 

The NDIA did not agree with some of the key supports Debbie’s team and her brother believed she needed. 
Each support needed evidence to back it up and it took months for the advocate assis  ng Debbie’s brother 
to fi nd the right evidence for each support to establish it was reasonable and necessary.

When Debbie fi nalised her ma  er at the AAT she had enough funding to provide her with safe access 
into the community every day; funding for adequate support workers to assist her for all her daily living 
ac  vi  es and for staff  training as well as a number of other necessary supports.  

There is no way I can express my gra  tude. You have anchored me through this turbulent 
experience over the last 3 years. I hope you can sense how important that has been for Debbie, 
my family and me. I would not have been able to do this without your support. 

Her brother wrote to us:
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CASE STUDY TWO  TIMELY ASSISTANCE 

(de-iden  fi ed) Joshua is a school aged child with cogni  ve and physical disabili  es. His parents applied to 
the AAT to review a number of supports in his plan. They contacted our service when they received an early 
off er of se  lement for a 12-month plan a  er one case conference. They had just received an OT assessment 
for an upgraded car seat for Joshua and wanted this included in the se  lement so they could purchase it in 
the next 12 months. 

In discussions with the parents, the advocate realised the parents needed 2 car seats because each parent 
was responsible for one aspect of dropping off  or collec  ng Joshua from school. They lived rurally. Joshua 
a  ended school closer to where the father worked, about an hour’s drive away from home. The distance 
between home, work and school meant swapping cars was not an op  on.   Further, it was not safe for the 
car seat to be removed from one car and fi  ed into another one without specialist fi   ng. 

The advocate wrote to the fi   ng specialist seeking confi rma  on of fi   ng arrangements for the seat. 
This was provided to the NDIA along with the OT assessment and a statement about the family’s travel 
arrangements for home and work sta  ng distances and op  ons. 

This informa  on assisted the NDIA in determining that providing 2 car seats was reasonable and necessary 
and the parents were able to se  le without any delay to their son’s ma  er.  

DISABILITY ROYAL COMMISSION   DISABILITY ROYAL COMMISSION   
A Royal Commission is an inves  ga  on, independent of government, into a ma  er of great importance. The Disability 
Royal Commission (DRC) was established in April 2019 in response to community concern about widespread reports of 
violence, neglect, abuse and exploita  on impac  ng people with disability. 

The DRC took its last submissions on the 30th December 2022. The Final report, of the Disability Royal Commission, 
with 222 recommenda  ons, was delivered on the 29 September 2023.  IDRS Disability Royal Commission (DRC) Support 
Service is now fi nished. We were immensely proud to be able to support people to be involved in this commission. 

We hope to have the opportunity to be part of the delivery of the DRC recommenda  ons in 2024 and beyond.

During 2022  our service con  nued to assist people who wanted to make a submission to the Disability Royal 
Commission up to the deadline of 30th December. In 2023 we con  nued advocacy support for people aff ected by 
the DRC   This included assis  ng people to engage eff ec  vely with mainstream services (educa  on, health, correc  ve 
services, early educa  on) and in some cases to make appropriate complaints.

People assisted in the 
2022 Financial year  

Sessions with 
those people: 300

Over
Directly: 20

people
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REVIEW OF THE NDIS -  CLOSED SETTINGS STUDY   REVIEW OF THE NDIS -  CLOSED SETTINGS STUDY   
The Na  onal Disability Insurance Scheme is 10 years old this year. 

The Minister for the Na  onal Disability Insurance Scheme, the Hon Bill Shorten MP, announced a review of the Na  onal 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) in October 2022 and that review fi nished in October 2023. 

The people conduc  ng the NDIS Review said that they had not received much feedback from people with disability 
who are in closed se   ngs such as group homes or custodial se   ngs. They asked Disability Advocacy Network Australia 
(DANA) to contract advocacy organisa  ons to undertake projects to get input from people with disability in closed 
se   ngs. 

IDRS was uniquely place to approach people with cogni  ve disability who had recently spent  me in custody since the 
Jus  ce Advocacy Service and Ability Rights Centre of IDRS both work with this group.

We interviewed fourteen people: Ten people who have cogni  ve disability and who have recently exited custody, using 
a short over the phone survey. Four people who work in custodial se   ngs with people who have cogni  ve disabili  es. 

The purpose of the survey was to gather informa  on about the services these individuals used and any insights they 
had for the ongoing NDIS review with regards to: Quality and Safeguarding, Mainstream and Housing (SIL/ILO/Other). 
We specifi cally targeted those who are NDIS par  cipants or a  emp  ng to access the scheme, because they would have 
insights about the NDIS. 

The review undertook to: 

1. examine the design, opera  ons and sustainability of the NDIS and

2. examine ways to build a more responsive, suppor  ve and sustainable market and workforce.

Our study concluded: 

To be  er meet the needs of people with cogni  ve disabili  es in custody the following should be available:

1. Holis  c planning for people exi  ng custody to include both NDIS and Mainstream supports.

2.  For appropriate services to be available in the community to those who are not NDIS par  cipants, 
such as housing and counselling.

3.  For there to be more eff ec  ve messaging for people with cogni  ve disabili  es about their rights to 
complain about services and what to do about neglect, violence or exploita  on from services.
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The Parents’ Program works with parents with intellectual disability who are at risk of having a child removed from 
their care.  Our Parents’ Program works with women with intellectual disability during pregnancy to support families to 
respond to any concerns that Department of Communi  es and Jus  ce may have. We assist parents who are involved in 
care and protec  on proceedings in the Children’s Court.  

The Parents’ Program is a very small service employing a part  me solicitor and a part  me parent advocate. 

Parents’ Program legal advice is available to parents with intellectual disability living anywhere in NSW.  However, the 
intensive support provided by the parent advocate is only available to people living in the Illawarra and Macarthur areas. 

In 2022-23 the Parents’ Program worked with 90 parents with intellectual disability.     

NEW FAMILY LAW/FAMILY VIOLENCE SERVICENEW FAMILY LAW/FAMILY VIOLENCE SERVICE
In 2022-23 ARC was successful in applying for Na  onal Legal Assistance Partnership (NLAP) funding to deliver Family 
Law/Family Violence assistance to people with intellectual disability. The new funding commenced in January 2023. 
The service will provide legal advice and some legal casework to people with intellectual disability statewide as well as 
non-legal advocacy to people with intellectual disability living in the Macarthur and Liverpool areas. The new service 
employs a solicitor and an advocate each working 3 days a week. 

The new Family Law/Family Violence service and the Parents’ Program work very closely and collabora  vely because 
many of the problems faced and the relevant areas of law, are common to both client groups.  We are excited to 
develop new exper  se and provide new op  ons for people with intellectual disability impacted by Family Law and 
Family Violence  challenges. 
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2022-23 has been a year of growth and consolida  on for the Jus  ce Advocacy Service (JAS), with a focus on establishing 
the new Diversion Service which is being piloted in 6 courts.  The year has provided the opportunity for consolida  on 
and future focus for JAS following a lengthy period of funding uncertainty and the impacts of COVID.  

During 2022-23 Department of Communi  es and Jus  ce engaged Ernst and Young to conduct a Process Evalua  on of 
JAS during 2022-23. We await the results of that evalua  on prior to commencing an Outcomes Evalua  on in 2023-24. 

JAS SUPPORT IN 2022-23JAS SUPPORT IN 2022-23
Overall, JAS provided 6045 supports to 2556 people during 2022-23.  First Na  ons people represent 39.5% of people 
who received JAS support. 

Most supports were provided to people a  ending court. We were able to meet 100% of requests for support at a Police 
Sta  ons during 2022-23. Supports in Regional areas made up 44% of total supports. 

    25562556
JAS

Clients

39.5%
10101010
Iden  fy as 
First Na  ons

    All JAS 
Client Cases

44%56% 12571257
Metro

16001600
Regional
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67.6% Court
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          39.5%
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CHALLENGES IN 2022-23CHALLENGES IN 2022-23
This year has seen unprecedented growth in demand for JAS services, including for a  er-hours police sta  on support. 
Whilst posi  ve, growth in demand has also presented signifi cant capacity challenges for our teams, par  cularly in Sydney.   

Due to unsustainable caseloads in Sydney, we took the diffi  cult decision to restrict Intake of requests for court 
support in metropolitan Sydney from February to May 2022 whilst we implemented several strategies to respond to 
growing demand. Strategies included recruitment of addi  onal casual staff  and volunteers and the development of a 
priori  sa  on process as a tool to manage demand. 

During this 4-month period JAS was unable to meet requests for support from 149 people in their court ma  ers. All 
referrals for police sta  on support, for the Diversion Service and for vic  m support con  nued without disrup  on.  
The challenge remains with Metropolitan Sydney and Newcastle areas con  nuing to receive referrals that exceed our 
capacity to respond.
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            23.5%
Penrith 21.1%

Parrama  a 18.7%
Blacktown

14.5%
Downing 
Centre 12.1%

Gosford
10.0%
Lismore

Diversion Referral Court

      Sec  on 14 
Applica  ons

Made

19%20%

61%

NoPending 

Granted     289289
Diversion

Clients

41.5%

120120
Iden  fy as 

First Na  ons

The Diversion program commenced in July 
2022 and within 3 months was established 
and func  oning with a full team at Downing 
Centre, Parrama  a, Blacktown, Penrith, 
Gosford and Lismore Local Courts. We 
have established working rela  onships 
with Legal Aid, Aboriginal Legal Service and 
Jus  ce Health in each area and eff ec  ve 
collabora  on has seen posi  ve outcomes 
for most diversion clients. Magistrates have 
been very posi  ve and suppor  ve of the 
Diversion program.

The primary diff erence between the 
diversion program and other support 
provided by JAS, is that the Diversion 
Program includes funding to obtain 
assessments of cogni  ve impairment if 
there is no exis  ng evidence. The Diversion 
staff  provide short term case co-ordina  on 
and work with clients to iden  fy suitable 
supports and link the client with them. 
The Diversion Coordinator prepares a 
report, including a support plan which is 
submi  ed to the Court, by the client’s legal 
representa  ve. This process o  en includes 
assis  ng the client to engage or re-engage 
with the NDIS. 

Through this process, 16% of our Diversion 
clients received a diagnosis of Cogni  ve 
Impairment for the fi rst  me.

First Na  ons People made up 41.5% of 
people who have been part of the new 
Diversion Service in its fi rst year. 

DIVERSION SERVICE PILOTDIVERSION SERVICE PILOT
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ADVOCACY AND RESEARCH  ADVOCACY AND RESEARCH  
JAS con  nues to be sought out for advice, input and consulta  on on a wide range of ini  a  ves. This is a posi  ve 
acknowledgment of both the exper  se and profi le of JAS, as well as increased awareness of the need to address the 
challenges of people with cogni  ve impairment. Consulta  ons included:

Social Outcomes Lab research for Youth Jus  ce on young people understanding bail and ADVO condi  ons.

Youth Jus  ce Stakeholder Engagement consulta  on for Children’s Courts.

Na  onal Jus  ce Project and research on Alterna  ves to Police as First Responders.

USyd Australian Research Council funded study into audio visual links (AVL) and vulnerable witnesses, complainants and 
defendants in criminal jus  ce. 

JAS was requested to make a submission to Opera  on Mantus on “Systemic Issues in rela  on to Police prac  ces of 
Interviewing following refusal to interview” with the Law Enforcement Commission based on JAS experience.

Development of a whole-of-government Alcohol and Other Drug (AOD) Strategy. 

Engaged with Youth Jus  ce projects, working groups and pilots for Mascot and Wagga Wagga LAC’s.

ADVO Easy Read condi  ons cards/s  ckers were developed with Ability Rights Centre and are being used by staff  and 
volunteers. A  er considerable work it is signifi cant that the ADVO Easy Read condi  ons are now part of the AVOW App.
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VOLUNTEERING IN JAS  VOLUNTEERING IN JAS  
Volunteers con  nue to play an integral role in the services provided by JAS. There has been signifi cant focus this year on 
the development of a Volunteer Strategy with incremental changes and improvements being made. A  er the impact of 
COVID on volunteering it has been pleasing to see the number of people now engaging or re-engaging to volunteer with 
JAS. We are currently receiving an average of 30 volunteers per quarter and on average a third con  nue to be ac  ve 
volunteers. These are state-wide and it is posi  ve to see the regional spread of volunteers increasing. We are incredibly 
grateful for the skills, knowledge, wisdom, commitment and passion of our volunteers who con  nue to support people 
in all scenarios, and without whom JAS would not achieve what it does.

Volunteer U  lisa  on

Volunteer Life Cycle

6,0406,040
Total number of 

supports provided

40.7%40.7%
% of supports completed 

by volunteers

2,4072,407
Number of supports 

provided by volunteer

116.5116.5
Average number of 
ac  ve volunteers
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Some of the highlights this year include:

The development of the Volunteer Life Cycle, 
a way to ar  culate our commitment to 
volunteers, assist in recruitment for people to 
understand the process and how they will be 
supported.

Recruitment

Recruitment drives successfully targeted Gra  on, 
Newcastle, Coff s Harbour, Port Macquarie and the 
Central West. Diff erent strategies were tested in 
diff erent areas including radio adver  sing, service 
club presenta  ons, presence at Seniors and 
Volunteering Expo’s.

A week long visit to the Central West with a focus 
on First Na  ons community engagement resulted 
in two new First Na  ons volunteers. Connec  on and Reten  on

A monthly Volunteer Newsle  er is distributed 
and u  lized for a variety of consistent 
communica  on and development to volunteers.

Recogni  on Events for volunteers as part of 
Na  onal Volunteer Week in May occurred and 
the team put together a “thank you” video for 
volunteers which featured on our website.

Diversifi ca  on of volunteer roles, with admin 
volunteers suppor  ng in a variety of ways.

Ongoing Support 

222 volunteers completed training, including 
Accidental Counsellor training with posi  ve 
feedback, and a  ending the NSW Volunteer 
Conference in Sydney.

An AVL training package was developed in response 
to survey feedback, with several volunteers 
commencing support for people on remand.

Volunteers have taken on mentoring roles by 
par  cipa  ng in training delivery and buddying up 
with new volunteers at ini  al court supports.
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WHAT DO OUR CLIENTS SAY?   WHAT DO OUR CLIENTS SAY?   
Results from Client Exit Survey’s this year indicate:

WHAT DIFFERENCE DID THEY THINK JAS MADE? WHAT DIFFERENCE DID THEY THINK JAS MADE? 

        47%47% 56%56% 70%70% 49%49%

felt that they 
understood the 

jus  ce system be  er 
a  er JAS support.

felt JAS support 
made a diff erence to 

what happened.

felt they got the 
help they needed 

from JAS.

reported feeling more 
confi dent to get help 

from other services a  er 
support from JAS.

“Before JAS got involved nobody from police to magistrates to court staff  cared or helped, with 
JAS involvement people listened and changed the whole experience and outcome for Joe.”

“Good communica  on. Made him more comfortable during the court process.”

“M (JAS) was a great support not only for B (client) but also for the support staff  from his 
disability service.”

“Being an Aboriginal person, they were quite anxious about going to court as they feel that 
the system is stacked against them. Having a JAS support person made the experience more 
bearable and supported. Also, JAS was really good with communica  ng what was happening.”
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CASE STUDY: SUPPORT AT THE POLICE STATION  AVOIDING CUSTODY

Alex has mul  ple diagnoses including mild intellectual disability and schizophrenia.  He had been arrested 
for a breach of AVO and in  mida  on, following an alleged dispute with family members. 

Police informed the JAS support person that bail would not be granted as Alex did not have an appropriate 
address. Given his vulnerabili  es, the fact that he had never lived out of home and his stated diffi  culty 
in a  ending to his own needs of daily life, JAS felt it would not be safe for Alex to be in temporary 
accommoda  on without support.

JAS located an aff ordable accommoda  on provider with links to the jus  ce and the disability sectors who 
agreed to provide temporary housing support. The Police were advised, and bail was granted.

JAS established that Alex was an ‘inac  ve’ par  cipant with the NDIS but had no supports. JAS made 
enquiries with NDIS and made a referral to a Psychosocial Recovery Coach, who could provide casework 
support. 

Within a month, Alex had a $200,000+ NDIS plan, accommoda  on and wrap-around support.  JAS is 
suppor  ng him to apply for a Sec  on 14 Diversion Order. Without JAS assistance Alex would have been bail 
refused and remanded in custody for an unknown period of  me.

CASE STUDY: VICTIM SUPPORT  WHEN NO ONE LISTENS OR BELIEVES 

Sebas  an has an acquired brain injury and is the vic  m in an AVO ma  er.

He approached JAS at a Regional courthouse reques  ng help to speak with police about breaches of his 
AVO order by the defendant. Sebas  an said he had called the Police over the previous weekend and told 
them the problems he was having but they didn’t do anything.

JAS a  ended the police sta  on with Sebas  an and explained that Sebas  an was protected by an AVO order, 
and this was being breached by the defendant. 

The police advised that there was an AVO, but that Sebas  an was the defendant. JAS had supported 
Sebas  an in the hearing where the ADVO ma  er against him was dismissed so we knew the police had the 
wrong informa  on.  Police con  nued to search for the current order, which confi rmed that Sebas  an was 
the protected person, and the defendant was to have no contact with him. 

Sebas  an provided phone evidence to the Police where the defendant had sent voicemail messages 
and text messages to Sebas  an’s phone. Police suggested Sebas  an should change his phone number. 
JAS explained that this was not a suitable solu  on. It would be very diffi  cult for Sebas  an to manage if he 
changed his number for many reasons including the impact of his cogni  ve disability. Sebas  an had been 
given the protec  on of a no contact order, and the defendant should not be contac  ng him. 

Police advised they would inves  gate the concern and a brief discussion took place including showing 
the offi  cer more evidence on Sebas  an’s phone and discussing an incident where the defendant 
had entered Sebas  an’s home. 

JAS supported Sebas  an through a video interview with the Police.  At the conclusion of the interview 
Police advised they would conduct and inves  ga  on. The inves  ga  on is ongoing. 
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CASE STUDY: DIVERSION SUPPORT AFTER 10 YEARS

Dane has a diagnosed intellectual disability. He has an extensive criminal history da  ng back over 10 years. 
He had never been granted a diversion order before. 

Dane was referred to the JAS Diversion program by his Legal Aid lawyer. He was ini  ally reluctant to engage 
with the Diversion coordinator as he’d had nega  ve experiences with service providers in the past. These 
past experiences also meant that he was not engaging with any services as part of his NDIS plan and as a 
result his funding had been drama  cally reduced. 

JAS Diversion Coordinator liaised with the NDIA to fi nd exis  ng evidence of his intellectual disability. The 
available funding in his NDIS package was not adequate to meet Dane’s support needs so JAS helped him 
to get a Review of his plan and, supported by the Diversion Coordinator at the plan review, Dane and his 
family were able to provide necessary informa  on to have his plan increased signifi cantly. The Diversion 
Coordinator helped Dane to fi nd a Support Coordinator who would be a good fi t for him and provided a 
support plan and recommenda  ons to the court. 

Dane was granted his fi rst ever Sec  on 14 Diversion order. JAS Diversion Coordinator worked with Dane for 
a few weeks a  er sentencing to make sure things were in place with his new support team before exi  ng 
Dane from the service. 

“I would just like to say how grateful Daniel and I are for your support 
during this legal process.

JAS contacted me and the comfort that support provided us was 
enormous. It’s a very scary process and it was a very unique situa  on 
in which we had no idea of our op  ons.

The volunteer who joined us yesterday was also fantas  c.  It’s not 
actually possible to fully describe what we have been through in 
recent  mes l, my faith in humanity and myself has been sorely tested. 
It’s very reassuring to know that people like you guys are out there.”

Thankyou 
from Daniel’s 

father
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Thank You

VOLUNTEERS   VOLUNTEERS   
IDRS relies heavily on the enormous contribu  on of over 180 skilled and dedicated volunteers working across NSW to 
help support rights and jus  ce for people with disability. This year several volunteers have been recognised for their 
volunteer work with awards from their local communi  es. Congratula  ons to the Sydney JAS Volunteer team who won 
the NSW Volunteer of the Year Award from the Centre for Volunteering. Fantas  c and well-deserved recogni  on!

Our volunteers play many vital roles – as support persons for people interac  ng with the criminal jus  ce system; as 
solicitors providing legal advice to people who have been arrested at all hours of the day or night; as students who fi ll 
various roles or as Board Directors who oversee and steer the management of IDRS. 

Huge thanks to everyone who gives so generously of their  me and skills. 

FUNDING    FUNDING    
IDRS acknowledges and appreciates the contribu  on of Commonwealth and NSW Government funding  which supports 
our services. 

In 2022-23, IDRS received funds from the following government Departments. 

Commonwealth Department of Community Services 
• Legal and Systemic Advocacy – Na  onal Disability Advocacy Program

• NDIS Appeals Support and Disability Royal Commission Support 

• Informa  on Linkages and Capacity Building – Rights and Rela  onships training

NSW Department of Communi  es and Jus  ce 
• Jus  ce Advocacy Service 

• Legal and systemic advocacy - Disability Advocacy Futures Fund 

Legal Aid NSW 
• Parents’ Program – Community Legal Centres Program

Commonwealth A  orney-General’s Department 
• Familiy Law/Family Violence Program – Na  onal Legal Assistance Partnership. 

Newcastle staff  thank 
JAS volunteer Joyce 
Pinchin for over 12 
years volunteering.  
She received a 
standing ova  on while 
a  ending Cessnock 
Court and a cer  fi cate 
of apprecia  on from 
her local Member of 
Parliament.
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NOTE:  IDRS audited Annual Financial Report for the year ended 30 June 2023                                            
is available on IDRS website www.idrs.org.au

Donate
TO SUPPORT THE WORK OF IDRSTO SUPPORT THE WORK OF IDRS

Give Now Website: www.givenow.com.au/idrs

IDRS website: www.idrs.org.au 

Dona  ons to IDRS are Tax Deduc  ble 

IDRS ABN 11 216 371 524

Thank You
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